LETTERS
The Natural Way

That a plant grown “organically”
will somehow be healthier because it
was nourished by animal manures in-
stead of by manufactured anhydrous
ammonia is a silly argument, as was
correctly pointed out by Hildebrand
(Letters, 15 Sept., p. 944). However,
Hildebrand’s use of this nonsense as a
straw man with which to impugn the
rationality of those who seek to restore
the chain of life from soil to producer
to consumer and back again to the soil
reflects a lack of ecological sophistica-
tion.

Organic agriculture acknowledges the
interdependence of nature and the finite
resources of the spaceship Earth. We
can continue to insult the ecosystem
with broad-spectrum pesticides and
herbicides only with grave risk to the
stability, also, of those portions of the
environment which we parochially view
as “beneficial.” The continued throwing
“away” of animal and vegetable mate-
rials which we cannot utilize directly
both exhausts the abilities of natural
systems to recycle these residues within

the very small disposal areas which we
select, with consequent pollution of land
and water, and leads to further pollu-
tion and waste of resources during the
mining, processing, and distribution of
artificial substitutes for the discarded
natural nutrients.

Organic gardeners are aware, on a
practical if not always on a theoretical,
level that no amount of mineral salts
will increase the moisture-holding ca-
pacity of a light soil or prevent laterali-
zation in a clay soil. Organic materials
are necessary to maintain a favorable
soil structure and to buffer variations
in soil chemistry.

It is unlikely that the exploitation of
the land by ever more ingenious meth-
ods can sustain our species on a long-
term basis. Organic agriculture seeks to
reestablish the ethical concept of
stewardship of the land. In spite of the
chimerical abstractions of Hildebrand,
this is what it’s all about.
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Those for and against ‘‘organic
gardening” both seem to be a bit con-
fused as to exactly what they are argu-

L/C buyers tio:
Don't pay 5000

A $4,000 I1SCO high pressure liquid chro-
matograph can give you separations and
operating convenience identical to practically
any $9,000 fancy cabinet competitor. ISCO
constant flow 2,000 psi gradient or metering
pumps have absolutely pulseless, vibration-
free single stroke piston construction. You
don’t have to settle for a gas pressure system
(with you supplying the gas), or septum in-
jection. The 6 port sample injection valve
permits rapid and reproducible sample in-
troduction. Stainless steel columns have non-
clogging supports and fittings with no dead
volume or mixing. The dual beam, high sensi-
tivity UV photometer has seven absorbance
ranges from 0.02A to 2.0A full scale, and in-
stant wavelength selection of 254nm or
280nm. The whole chromatograph as pic-
tured —pump, column (unpacked), pho-
tometer, 10" recorder, sample injection valve,
degasser, and other hardware, costs under
$4,2C0. Plug your present recorder into the
photometer and save $820; or add less than
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ing about. It is true that ammonia is
ammonia, no matter what its source. If
your soil tests as needing ammonia, by
all means apply the synthetic if you
want to. However, it is scarcely debat-
able that steer manure contains much
more than ammonia. Furthermore, re-
garding the take-up by a plant of the
nutritional elements from its soil, it
simply cannot pick up what isn’t there.
The most aggressive spinach root can-
not dig more iron out of its environ
than is already there, no matter how
highly that species is rated as an iron-
bearing vegetable. (Not that spinach is
all that great.) Commercial fertilizers
are fine—as far as they go. However,
their compilers might do well to multi-
ply the ingredients so as to cover the
multitudinous requirements (not the
merely “get-by needs”) of fully healthy
vegetation. Trace elements, for ex-
ample, are now a fact of life. Soil analy-
ses, and fertilizers—artificial or ‘“natu-
ral”—ought to take everything into
account.

The chemical ingredients of foods
can be argued ad extremis and ad
inflammatorio (or whateveris), but one
fact does firmly stand: foods truly, or
even halfheartedly, “organically” grown
taste so much better than ordinary
products that there is simply no com-
parison.
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Fast Breeder Reactors

Allen L. Hammond’s report (News
and Comment, 28 Apr., p. 391) on the
study (1) by T. B. Cochran of the
LMFBR (liquid-metal fast breeder re-
actor) program is provocative. I would
like to comment on five points men-
tioned in Hammond’s report: (i) the use
of a 7 percent, rather than a 10 per-
cent, discount factor; (ii) the demand
for electrical energy; (iii) the technical
performance and cost of LMFBR
plants; (iv) a crash program to build the
breeder; and (v) the amount of ura-
nium reserves. '

In most analyses, the discount factor
is selected to represent the value of
money. A 10 percent discount rate
might be appropriate for an analysis in
a highly inflationary period or in a
period of capital shortage. The LMFBR
cost-benefit analysis was based on the
1970 dollar and a 7 percent discount
rate. If a 10 percent discount rate were
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